COLOSSIANS

TITLE
Colossians is named after the city to which the letter was sent. The letter was also to be read in the neighbouring church in Laodicea (4:16)

CONTENT
A letter encouraging relatively new believers to continue in the truth of Christ they have received, and warning them against outside religious influences

AUTHOR AND DATE
Paul identifies himself as the author (1:1; cf.v.23; 4:18). As with Philemon which was written around the same time, Colossians was written by Paul when he was a prisoner in Rome (4:3,10,18; Philemon 9,10,13,23). Tychicus will carry both the letter to the Colossians and Philemon at the same time (Colossians 4:7-9) The letter was written from prison in Rome (Acts 28:16-31), sometime between 60-62AD, and is therefore often referred to as a prison epistle (along with Philippians, Ephesians and Philemon).
BACKGROUND AND SETTING
Colosse was a city in Phrygia, in the Roman province of Asia (modern Turkey) about 

150 kms. east of Ephesus, in the region of the seven churches in Revelation 1-3. The city was thriving in the fifth century BC when the Persian king Xerxes (Ahasuerus) marched through the region. The city was situated at the junction of the main north-south and east-west trade routes. By Paul’s day, however, the main road had been diverted through nearby Laodicea, thus bypassing Colosse and leading to its decline and the rise of the neighbouring cities of Laodicea and Hierapolis.

Although Colosse’s population was mainly Gentile, there was a large Jewish settlement dating from the days of Antiochus the Great (223-187BC). The church at Colosse began during Paul’s three-year ministry at Ephesus (Acts 19). Its founder was not Paul (who had never been there 2:1) but Epaphras (1:5-7), who was apparently converted while on a trip to Ephesus and started the church on his return to Colosse. Several years after, a dangerous heresy arose, and one not identified with any particular historical system. It contained elements of what would later become known as Gnosticism (god is good but matter is evil; Jesus Christ was one of a series of emanations descending from God and so was less than God) – a belief that led them to deny His true humanity; a secret, higher knowledge above scripture was necessary for enlightenment and salvation. The Colossian heresy also embraced aspects of Jewish legalism (the necessity of circumcision for salvation, observance of the ceremonial rituals of the Old Testament law [dietary laws, festivals, Sabbaths]). It also called for the worship of angels and mystical experience.

Epaphras was so concerned about the heresy that he made the long journey from Colosse to Rome (4:12,13) where Paul was a prisoner 
EMPHASES
The absolute supremacy and all-sufficiency of Christ, the Son of God; that Christ both forgives sin and removes one from the terror of “the powers”; religious rules and regulations count for nothing, but ethical life that bears God’s own image counts for everything; Christlike living affects relationships of all kinds

OVERVIEW

Although Paul has never been to Colosse (2:1), he knows much about the believers there and considers them one of his churches – through his co-worker Epaphras (1:7,8). His primary concern is that they stand firm in what they have been taught (1:23; 2:6-16; 3:1). After a positive thanksgiving and encouraging prayer report (1:3-12), much of the first half of the letter reiterates the truth of the gospel they have received (1:13-22; 2:2,3,6,7,9-15). The rest of these two chapters exposes the errors to which some are being attracted (2:4,8,16-23).
At the heart of the errors is a desire to regulate Christian life with rules about externals – “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!” (2:21). Most of chapters 3,4 therefore take up the nature of genuinely Christian behaviour. “Rules” and “regulations” have an appearance of wisdom, but no real value (2:23). Christian behaviour results from having died and been raised with Christ (2:20; 3:1) and now being “hidden with Christ in God” (3:3), and expressing itself “in the image of (the) Creator” (3:10). The imperatives that flow out of these realities (3:12-4:6) are primarily directed toward community life, not toward individual one-on-one life with God.
UNDERSTANDING COLOSSIANS
Four things need to be kept in mind

(1) we can only understand the false teaching by following closely what Paul writes knowing it is in direct (and indirect) response to the teaching. Even though the matter does not emerge in a direct way until 2:4, what is said in 1:13-23 has bearing on what is falsely being taught. Much research has been devoted to the false teaching, trying to match it with what is otherwise known in the Greco-Roman world. But all we really know about it is what Paul says in this letter. The Colossians were Phrygian Gentiles (1:27) whose religious forebears were highly emotional and mystical. They were seeking to attain the fullness of God and when teachers came to them with a philosophy that promised a mystical knowledge of God, they believed it. This heresy appears to have been a blending of Jewish and oriental elements. The most obvious element is its Jewish flavour, which includes circumcision (2:11,13), food laws, and the observance of the Jewish religious calendar (2:16). For Paul these are simply a written code standing over and against us (2:14), merely “human commands and teachings” (2:22) that Christ has done away with. This element is apparently mixed with superstitions about angelic or spiritual powers (1:16; 2:8,15,18,20) which seem also to have a powerful appeal both as divine “philosophy” – elite wisdom (2:3,8,20) and divine mystery (1:26; 2:2). These teachings also seem to be in conflict with the physical side of Christ’s earthly life and redemption (1:19,22; 2:9). The false teaching was most likely not a formal Gnostic system, such as became popular in the late first and early second century, but may have contained elements found in that later system.
(2) Paul’s primary emphasis is on the absolute supremacy of Christ over all things. This begins in 1:13 as the thanksgiving gives way to the exaltation of the Son, and carries through to verse 22. It then recurs at every key point in the letter. Paul argues that Christ is the key to everything they need. All that God is ever going to do in and for the world has happened in and through Him (1:19; 2:2,3,9,13,15,20; 3:1). Paul also emphasises the absolute supremacy of Christ over the powers, including Christ’s role in creation and redemption. Christ is everything - the true head (1:18; 2:10,19).
(3) the situation in the church. Paul brings encouragement (1:3-12; 2:2) but also warnings (1:23; 2:4). Paul’s wording is very careful. The church does not know him, apart from through Epaphras. In 1:24-2:5 Paul sets his calling and ministry before them, especially in terms of the Gentile mission and what God has done through him by the power of the Spirit.
(4) Onesimus, the runaway slave who has come to Christ under Paul’s ministry in Rome, is being returned not only to Philemon, his master, but to the church in Colosse. He will travel with Tychicus who will carry both letters with him – to the Colossians and to Philemon. So Paul’s letter to the church has to prepare the church to receive Onesimus back as well
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.359-361), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.415-422) and “New Testament Survey” by M. Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.321-324)
COLOSSIANS IN OUTLINE

1:1,2 Salutation

The emphasis is on the Colossian believers already being holy and faithful

1:3-14 Thanksgiving and Prayer

These anticipate much that is in the letter. The thanksgiving emphasises the Colossians’ already existing faith and love; the prayer asks for the Holy Spirit’s wisdom and understanding so that they might live lives worthy of Christ, made possible by God’s power. The end of the prayer gives way to thanksgiving (v.12), which then trails off into the reason for it – redemption through God’s Son so as to share in His inheritance

1:15-23 The Supremacy of the Son of God

This passage continues the sentence that began in verse 12 (and continues through to verse 16). What began with the Father’s redemption through His Son, now proceeds to exult the Son, who bears His image. In turn Paul proclaims first the Son’s supremacy in relationship to the whole created order, including “the powers,” as the creator of all things (vs.15-17), and then in relationship to the church as its redeemer (vs.18-22), concluding with a concern that the Colossians stay with Christ (v.23).

1:24 – 2:5 Paul’s Role

This section explains Paul’s view of his own role, particularly for churches that he has not founded or even visited. He wants his present imprisonment to be understood as carrying on the sufferings of Christ for the sake of the (especially Gentile) church (1:24-27); his present role is to “strenuously contend” (an athletic metaphor) for members of churches like theirs and Laodicea, who have not known him personally, so they might be encouraged and not fall prey to false teaching.
2:6-23 Christ over/against Religious Seductions of all Kinds

This is the heart of the letter. Christ in His incarnation and crucifixion both exposes and eliminates the “hollow philosophy” some are pursuing – a philosophy that first of all has to do with “the powers” (vs.6-10). But in verses 11-19, this philosophy has been tied to an attempt to bring Gentile believers in Christ under the three primary identity markers of the Jewish Diaspora – 

especially food laws, the Jewish calendar (v.16) and perhaps circumcision.
Paul’s response: they have received a new and truly effective circumcision – in the cross. Christ has forgiven sin and triumphed over “the powers” (vs.11-16); food laws and sacred days were a “shadow” of the reality, Christ Himself, whose death and resurrection has forever eliminated the need to live by rules (vs.16-23). Paul concludes: rules “have an appearance of wisdom” but “lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.” Rules simply aim too low; believers are made for higher and better things.
3:1-11 The New Basis for (Christian) Behaviour
Our participation in the death (2:20) and resurrection (3:1) of Christ eliminates the need to follow religious rules. Believers in Christ have died to those merely human things, having been raised to life by the one who is now exalted to the Father’s right hand (see Psalm 110:1). Paul then describes what we have died to (3:5-9), and, by a shift in images (changing clothing), urges us to a life that reflects God’s own image (v.10). Verse 11 anticipates the imperatives that follow by reminding his readers that Christ has eliminated all cultural, religious, socio-economic and racial barriers
3:12 – 4:6 What Christian Life Looks Like
Based on God’s love and election (3:12), Paul proceeds to illustrate how God’s image (in Christ) is to be lived out in their relationships with each other. Everything flows out of the character traits of verse 12, two of which describe Christ in Matthew 11:29, and most of which are called “fruit of the Spirit” in Galatians 5:22,23. These instructions in Christian behaviour are not directed toward individual piety, but toward life in the Christian community, the basic expression of which is the Christian household.
4:7-18 Final Greetings
Note the description of Onesimus (v.9) as a “faithful and dear brother, who is one of you” (cf. Philemon). The greetings (4:10-15) remind the Colossian believers that they belong to a much larger community of faith, including some mutual acquaintances.

These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.361-363)

 © Geoff Wilson 2009
